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A Sunny Afternoon 
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Summary 


Dimitri wants to believe Lada and Khali are coming for him, but trapped in the perfect cage 
built by the hunter's mage, his hope is fading day by day. 


And then the hunters capture a pup and there's a chance the mage might not be willing to to 
hold a child in a cage- 


But Dimitri is not prepared for how the hunters will react to his refusal. 


Notes 


I'm actually really thrilled with this one, so I hope you enjoy it! 


Thanks to Daisy, Kal, and Graces for shrieking encouragement at me when I was insecure, 
and thanks to Daisy for throwing ideas at me about how to almost-romance. 


Enjoy that the placeholder title for this was "softmage" and then just look at what I consider 
soft. I can explain, but why bother? 


Edit: this work has been changed from the original posting, to sync up with the Jaime's 
POV. So if it feels different, it probably is. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Dimitri hates the pen. The first day he slammed his body against the steel mesh, again and again, 
ignoring the way the magic defenses shocked his body, ignoring the way it was clearly designed to 
hold out against werewolves. 


But he knew he wasn’t going to get through, because he’s not the only wolf in the pen. 


Just the latest. 


There are a dozen wolves here, most of them emaciated and dull-eyed, and Dimitri tells himself 
he’ ll never give up like they have. But he’s been here almost a month, and it’s getting easier to 
understand why they stopped fighting. He can’t even look at the sky and pretend he’s free; the 
mesh covers the top of the pen. 


The hunters approach, dragging a net like the one that captured Dimitri, and he snarls low in his 
throat. Some of the other wolves, the ones with the glossier coats, the ones who still have the 
energy to show their hatred, lift their heads and snarl with him. It terrifies Dimitri deep inside that 
some of the wolves don’t bother to move, and only the fact that he can hear their hearts beating 
tells him they’re still alive. 


He pads across the dry, dusty ground, past the small water trough, lingering near the door, half 
wondering if he should make a break for it when they open it to throw a new wolf into the pen. 
The net is being dragged by two hunters, sliding easily across the grassy ground just outside the 
mesh. 


Dimitri wonders if it’s deliberate there’s no grass in the pen, no softness, no comfort. 


He thinks the mage is capable of doing that. The man has forced them into a shift, enchanted the 
mesh, stolen their ability to howl for pack, and they were told he obscured their scents so their 
packs couldn’t track them. Dimitri doesn’t know if he really believes that last—he needs to believe 
Lada and Khali are coming for him—but it would explain why the camp is still here, and why no 
one has been rescued. 


The gate opens as Dimitri drifts closer, and then the hunters throw in a shockingly small burden. 


A pup. 


Even the most faded wolf lifts their head, eyes widening as Dimitri snarls loudly, pacing forward 
until he’s standing over the pup, all thoughts of darting through the door forgotten. 


They captured a pup, and not just any pup—Dimitri knows this pup. He noses Rowan, but she 
doesn’t stir, her chest rising and falling quietly. 


Drugged, the same as Dimitri was when he was brought in. 


He turns his gaze back to the hunters, unable to stop the growls rumbling out of him, feeling more 
than seeing the rest of the wolves fall in behind him. 


She is a child. 


The mage comes over from the other side of the camp, to lock Rowan in her shift, to trap her in a 
body with four paws until they drag her out a corpse. And Dimitri is helpless to stop it; all he can 
do is stand over her protectively, and growl at the threat staying safely behind the mesh. 


They captured a child. 


Dimitri hates the mage more than anyone else, because nothing would be possible without him. 
Not the cage that holds them, nor the shift they’re trapped in, nor the spells that hide their scents 
and tracks from their searching packs. 


The mage comes up the edge of the cage, looks in and—stops. Dimitri narrows his eyes, waiting 
for his fur to stand on end as invisible currents wrap around his packmate and curse her to a slow 
death along with the rest of them. 


“That’s a pup,” the mage says as Dimitri noses Rowan again. There’s something almost like shock 
in his voice, and Dimitri wonders if this is the first child they’ ve brought here. 


“Cast the spell,” a hunter says, nudging the mage, but the mage is frozen, staring at the pup 
breathing softly under Dimitri. 


“A pup,” he repeats, still looking blank. “You’ve never—not a pup.” 


Dimitri feels a small swell of something he doesn’t dare to name hope. A hunter with a 
conscience? His growling quiets and he stares at the mage, willing the man to refuse, to insist they 
grab Rowan and throw her back into the woods for Lada and Khali to find. Dimitri won’t even care 
if he doesn’t get out, as long he doesn’t have to watch a pup suffer with him. 


“Tt’s still a mutt, mage, so cast the damn spell,” a hunter says, irritated with the delay, but Dimitri 
only has eyes for the mage. 


Please. Please, don’t do this to her. She’s just a baby. 


There’s a long pause where Dimitri locks eyes with the mage, a growing stillness, and Dimitri’s fur 
prickles as the mage unexpectedly pales. 


“No,” the man finally says, dropping his gaze back to Rowan. 


The wolves are barely breathing, something like relief flooding through Dimitri, an answer to his 
prayers, while the hunters are frozen. 


And then the hunter he’s heard them call Eskender backhands the mage hard enough that he 
sprawls out on the hard ground. 


“Don’t forget your place, mage,” he says, low and dark, and Dimitri stares. You don’t—you don’t 
strike a mage, not with all the power they wield, not with everything the hunters know this mage 
can do— 


“I—I remember,” the mage says, scrambling up, holding his cheek. “But not—Eskender, please, 
not a child.” 


The mage is begging them, as though he doesn’t hold the power, as though he can’t just dissolve 
the cage, as though— 


“A wolf is a wolf,” the hunter Irina says, stepping closer and grabbing the mage’s arm, and 
Dimitri’s heart is pounding in his chest because he doesn’t understand—‘Cast the damn spell.” 


The mage swallows, and looks towards the pen. Dimitri stares into his blue eyes, willing to him to 
break free, to break them all free, to realize this is wrong— 


“She'll grow up,” Irina says. “If we capture her again in five years, you wouldn’t hesitate, so get 
over it. She’s one of them.” 


One of them. Like the wolves are some sort of other, lesser, or something evil, something to be 
tortured and eradicated. Like they’re not people. 


“She’s a child,” the mage says softly, and Dimitri would cheer except Irina’s grip tightens and the 
mage winces. 


Dimitri doesn’t understand. 


Do something, he wills the mage. Use your power. 


Irina forces the mage down to his knees, pulling his arms up painfully high behind his back. 


“She’s a wolf,” Eskender says, glaring down at the mage. “Cast the spell.” 


The or else is as loud as if he’d shouted it, and a shiver ripples over Dimitri’s skin, like a chill wind 
blew through the pen. But the sun is shining brightly, and he can even hear birds in the nearby 
trees, unaware of the life and death drama playing out so close by. 


The mage looks up at Eskender, his face pale and drawn with pain, and then he looks back at the 
pen. Determination settles on his face, then a flash of resignation, and he doesn’t look away from 
the pup as he says, “No.” 


Dimitri holds his breath for a moment as rage twists Irina’s face, marring her features, and then she 
shoves the mage all the way down to the ground. 


He isn’t able to catch himself with his hands, and a low whine escapes Dimitri at the impact. 


Dimitri is expecting more violence, a punishment for turning against his fellow hunters, a beating 
or— 


He’s not expecting Eskender to crouch and pull off the mage’s pants. 


There’s not—there’s not a good reason— 


The mage lays there limply, not resisting, not resisting, and Dimitri can’t stop himself from taking 
a step closer, like he could stop this. 


Eskender spits on his fingers, and shoves two of them inside the mage, and Dimitri watches as the 
man’s face spasms with pain, as his mouth opens in soundless cry. 


But he still doesn’t fight back. 


There’s a pit yawning in Dimitri’s stomach, horror washing over him. 


“You know how to make this stop,” Eskender says, moving his fingers in and out of the mage. 
“You know we’ll break you, one way or the other.” 


There’s a—terrible resignation in the mage’s eyes, like he agrees, like he knows, but he can’t stop 
himself from resisting, even so. 


Eskender slaps the mage’s hip and says, “Present yourself.” 


Dimitri watches the mage consider resisting that, too, for half a moment before he pushes himself 
up with shaky arms. 


There’s a part of Dimitri that expects this to be—a show, a trick played on the wolves, or a trick on 
the part of the mage and at any moment sparks will fly and the mage will—will do something to 
stop this. 


But Eskender is kneeling behind the man, undoing his pants, and the mage stares at Dimitri a 
moment, and mouths /’m sorry, before closing his eyes. 


Dimitri jerks in shock with the mage as Eskender shoves into him, and the mage cries out, sharp 
and high. Dimitri can—he can smell blood, they’ re tearing the man open, they’re raping the mage, 
raping one of their own for resisting, and it hurts to breathe. 


He can’t look away, and then Eskender leans forward and grabs the mage’s hair, forcing him to 
arch his back, pounding harder into him. The mage is crying out with every movement, body 
trembling, tears slipping down his face, hands dug tightly into the green grass, but Dimitri has eyes 
for only one thing. 


There’s a slim black band across the mage’s neck that Dimitri has never noticed before, faint silver 
sigils written on it, and suddenly he doesn’t wonder why the mage isn’t fighting back. 


He’s—he’s not one of them. He’s not a hunter. 


Shock lances through Dimitri, sharp and stabbing. The mage is a slave, and he’s been thinking of 
ripping his throat out and now— 


Now Dimitri has to wonder why the man is bothering to resist at all 


But the reason for his resistance is under Dimitri, blissfully unaware of the price someone is 
paying for her current safety only a few feet away. 


Eskender finishes inside of the mage, fingers digging into the mage’s hip with bruising force, and 
Dimitri realizes he’s breathing harshly, stuck behind the fence, unable to intervene. 


The mage slumps, still on hands and knees, and another hunter takes Eskender’s place behind him, 
shoving in and ripping a ragged cry from the man’s throat. 


Dimitri wants—he wants this to stop, but it only stops if the mage enchants Rowan, and he doesn’t 
want that, but he doesn’t want to watch someone get repeatedly raped for doing the right thing, and 


Eskender crouches by the mage’s head and says, “Listen, mage, we both know how this ends.” 


Dimitri can hear every pained noise the mage makes with devastating clarity and doesn’t think 
he’ ll forget a single one. 


“We all appreciate a chance to remind you of your place—” Dimitri spends a horrible heartbeat 
wondering how else they remind him of his place. ““—but make it easier on yourself. Give in. Spell 
the mutt, and [ll even let you heal yourself.” The hunter sounds almost kind, as though he hadn’t 
torn the man open, as though he wasn’t letting a third hunter get into place behind the mage. 


Dimitri wants to break through the mesh and rip out the throats of everyone touching the mage. He 
wants to unbuckle the collar and set the man free, let him do what he wants, because it’s crystal 
clear the man isn’t buying into the hunter’s twisted ideology. 


“Give in,” says the hunter currently fucking the mage, and then he laughs. “Or don’t, and we’ Il 
enjoy you until you pass out, and try another way.” 


A low rumble is coming out of Dimitri, and he hears the wolves behind him growling as well. 


“Not—a child,” the mage says gaspingly, voice ragged, and Eskender sighs, as though confronted 
with a misbehaving child. 


“Remember, you chose this,” he says as he stands, and the mage hangs his head. 


Rowan is still unconscious at Dimitri’s feet, and he prays she doesn’t wake before this is over, 


however it ends. 


The mage doesn’t pass out before they’re done raping him, but his refusal never wavers. By this 
point, Dimitri wants him to give in. It’s not going to end well for any of them, wolves or the mage, 
and the man might as well spare himself more pain. It’s clear the hunters have broken him before, 
clear they’re used to the occasional defiance, and Dimitri doesn’t want anyone to suffer like this. 


Each cry the mage makes hurts Dimitri, slicing through him, because someone is suffering and 


Dimitri knows it’s a useless endeavor. The mage is collared, helpless, and anyone breaks under 
enough pain. 


He knows the mage has broken before. 


They drag the mage up and lash him up to the outside of the pen, arms spread high and wide. Irina 
steps forward, a knife flashing in the bright sunlight, and cuts the shirt off the mage. 


Now he’s fully nude, on tiptoes, pressed painfully tight against the mesh, and the only mercy is 
that the exterior doesn’t seem to be enchanted with the defensive shocking mechanism of the 
interior. 


“You want to change your mind?” Irina asks, a wicked smile on her face as she drags the knife 
down the mage’s spine, and the mage doesn’t even bother to answer. “You think about it,” she 
says, turning on her heel. “I'll go get our tools.” 


Dimitri drags Rowan to the far side of the pen, as far away as he can get her, and several of the 
wolves settle closely around her, offering her unconscious body comfort and warmth. Even if 
they’re not right next to her, most of the wolves stay nearby, away from the mage. 


None of them want to see what’s going to happen to him next. 


Dimitri—can’t stay away. He gets as close to the fence as he can without being shocked—he 
doesn’t want the man to get shocked as well—and whines softly until the mage’s eyes flicker open. 


It’s not worth it, he tries to say with his eyes. It’s not your fault. 


“T’m sorry,” the mage whispers, licking his bloody lips. “I never wanted to, and—I’m sorry.” His 
voice is a thin, pained thread, and Dimitri whines again. “I should have done this sooner,” the 
mage breathes out, closing his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 


Just give in, Dimitri thinks, as he spies [rina coming back with a whip. 


The wolves aren’t going to get free, the mage isn’t going to get free, the hunters are going do what 


they do and— 


Just give in. 


But the mage only shivers as Irina trails the whip across his back and says, “You remember this, 
don’t you, sweetheart?” 


It’s clear the mage does remember, his body tensing, and Dimitri wants to run to the far side of the 
pen and bury his head in his paws. He wants to be anywhere but here. He wants to how] out his 
grief and rage, but the mage has stolen his voice, the hunters made the mage steal his voice, and all 
he can do is snarl. 


“You sure you don’t just want to do your thing, and we can get you down and let you make all 
your pain go away?” Her voice is low, coaxing, and it sends shivers down Dimitri’s spine. It’s 
false, layered with malice, flaying like a blade. 


The mage shudders under it and shakes his head. Irina grins, bright and stretching, as she steps 
back. She eyes her victim a moment and then the whip snaps down. 


The mage jerks at the impact, and bites through his lip anew, and Dimitri can’t stop himself from 
making a low whimper. 


Give in. 


The mage shrieks aloud at the fourth hit, an awful sound, and Irina pauses for a moment to offer 
him a chance to change his mind. The mage opens reddened eyes, stares at Rowan, and doesn’t 
answer her. 


The whip comes down again and again, the man jerking against the pen, the links rubbing the front 
of his body bloody and raw while the whip peels the skin off his back. 


The scent of blood feels burned into Dimitri’s nose. 


Give in. 


They’ ll all die at the hunter’s hands eventually; the mage should spare himself the suffering. 


Give in. 


He’s screaming with every hit, voice going hoarse, and Dimitri didn’t quite realize anyone could 
be in this much pain and still be awake, still be alive, still be resisting. 


But the mage refuses to answer every time Irina stops and asks, and when his desperate gaze locks 
with Dimitri’s, seeking help that’s impossible for Dimitri to give, the wolf thinks you’re not alone. 


He can’t try to dismiss the man’s choice any further, can’t try to discourage him, not when those 
anguished eyes are looking at him like he’s the only thing keeping the man from breaking. 


Not when this man seems to be about to sacrifice his very life to protect Rowan. 


The whip comes down again and again, and every time those blue eyes flicker open, Dimitri is 
there, offering what little comfort and support he can. He still wishes the mage would break, 
wishes the pain would stop, but since the man won’t, Dimitri will bear witness. 


He wonders what the hunters will do if the mage does actually die. 


The screams eventually die off, the mage’s voice gone, his body limp, barely conscious. Irina hits 
his unresponsive body a few more times, and then sighs. 


Dimitri doesn’t like the look on her face, unease stirring low inside him. 


“There’s a mage in the village to the south of us,” she says, running the bloody whip through her 
hands. “Perhaps it’s time to be done with this one.” 


A murmur among the hunters, and Dimitri is torn between relief and fresh horror. 


“Shall we kill him?” Eskender asks, studying the bleeding body strung before him. 


The corners of Irina's mouth turn up in a cruel, sharp smile. “No,” she says slowly. “After all, we 
haven’t fed the wolves yet today.” 


Dimitri’s mine goes blank. Does she mean— 


“Trina,” a hunter says. “They’re not going to eat him.” 


“Well,” she says. “We won’t have to feed them again until they do.” 


Dimitri will starve to death before he eats a human being. 


“Maybe the smell of blood will stir them up,” she adds, laughing as the hunters unhook the mage. 


“They’re not sharks,” Eskender says, laughing along with her, as though the wolves aren’t huddled 
far away from the pain and nightmare of torture. “But you’re right; they’ Il eat him, or not, but we 
won’t have to worry about feeding them for a good long while either way.” 


Dimitri feels almost numb as they toss the mage’s limp, bleeding body into the pen. He goes up to 
him and noses him, and the mage just lets out a low moan. 


“See?” Irina says. “They get hungry enough, they’Il eat anything.” 


The hunters drift away, making plans to go catch a new mage, and the clearing falls silent. 


The sun is still shining brightly, and it feels wrong, somehow, that the world doesn’t reflect the 
darkness that walks among them. 


Werewolves aren’t the real monsters here. 


The mage moans again, softly, curled up on his side, and Dimitri licks his face once, uncertain 
what else to do. 


The idea flickers across his mind that the kindest thing to do would be to put the mage out of his 
misery. There’s no medical treatment here, no way to get out, no one coming for any of them. The 
man is in pain, and one bite from Dimitri could end his suffering. 


Can he? Can he kill someone already dying, grant that kind of mercy? 


He hesitates, and licks the man’s face again, as though it will fix all their problems. 


Please, he thinks, not sure who he’s asking, not sure what he’s asking 


Before he can talk himself into a choice he doesn’t want to make, the pile of wolves around Rowen 
stirs, and he sees her moving a bit. 


She’s waking up. 


He leaves the mage, relieved to put off a decision, to go be near his packmate as she awakens. 
Hopefully his scent comforts her. 


Rowan stands, unsteady as the drug is still leaving her system, and shakes herself. Then she looks 
around and sees the mesh wall, the dry ground, and finally seems to see Dimitri himself. 


She shifts, and Dimitri blinks in surprise. He hadn’t forgotten the mage has all-but given his life to 
keep from enchanting her, but he somehow hadn’t pictured her being human in this cage. 


“Uncle Dimitri,” she says, voice unsteady. “Where are we?” 


Dimitri would love to shift and answer all her questions. Instead, he looks at her with sad, liquid 
eyes, and gives a full body shrug. 


“T don’t like it here,” she says, her voice high and tremulous, and Dimitri couldn’t agree more. “T 


want to go home, Uncle. I want to go home right now!” She looks furious, suddenly, and Dimitri’s 
chest aches for her. 


When she moves for the fencing, though, the wolves all get in her way. No one wants her to get 
shocked. 


“Let me go,” she says, voice wobbling, “I’m going to leave.” 


But she doesn’t push against the wolves, doesn’t hesitate to trust them having grown up in a pack, 
her hands stroking along the fur of the wolf closest to her as her lip trembles. 


She glances around the pen again, and her eyes land on the mage, the only other thing of note in 
here with them. 


“Who’s that?” she asks. ‘““He looks—hurt.” 


That’s an understatement. 


When she takes a halting step towards him, the wolves glance at Dimitri. 


Should we stop her? 


Dimitri is still processing there’s a human here, in the pen. Someone with fingers, someone with a 
voice, and if she shifts back she could howl and call to their pack for miles. So he doesn’t stop her 
from walking over to the man dying on the ground, from kneeling by the abused and tortured body 
that he’d normally die to stop her from ever seeing. 


“Uncle Dimitri,” she says, voice soft and shaking. ““What—what happened to him?” 


She crouches next to the man, and Dimitri sees her notice his collar. It is the only thing the mage is 
wearing. 


His collar. 


Dimitri noses at it, and then at her hands, and looks at her expectantly. 


“T don’t know what that is, Uncle,” she says, still soft. 


Dimitri carefully fits teeth around it and pulls gently, and then lets go and looks at her. 


Take it off. 


It’s sealed by magic, and wolf paws and claws don’t stand a chance, but nimble human fingers, 
with just a touch of the supernatural in them— 


Rowen runs a finger along the collar, carefully watching Dimitri to make sure she’s doing the right 
thing, and finds the clasp. A gentle press of fingers, and the sigils flare bright before fading away. 


For a moment, Dimitri thinks nothing will happen, and then he notices the mage’s split lip slowly 
scabbing and fully healing. The whip marks on his back start to recede, and the man relaxes, 
breathing more easily. 


Dimitri wants to leave him be, let him get some rest, but— 


He yips, by the mage’s ear, the man jerks awake before he’s fully healed, sitting up, hissing at the 
way the movement pulls at his half-healed back. His eyes widen at the wolves and the little girl, 
and he goes utterly still. 


“What’s going on?” Rowen asks. “Why isn’t Uncle Dimitri shifting? Why are we in a cage?” She’s 
desperate for answers. 


The mage blinks at her, and then his hands rise to his throat, stroking his neck, looking for the 
collar that’s limp in the dust next to him. 


Please. 


This is their only chance. 


The mage’s breath is coming faster, his heart rate picking up, and there’s a crackling tension in the 
air. Dimitri swears he can see sparks in the mage’s eyes, and this, this is why you don’t cross a 
mage; his fur is bushing out, and Rowan is scooting away, eyes like saucers. 


Dimitri glances up as though clouds should be gathering, but it’s still just a calm, sunny day. The 
tension keeps gathering, coiling, and the air feels thick and heavy. 


He should go comfort Rowan, but he can’t make himself move. 


And then prickles are sweeping over him, through him, his human self is waking up, as though 
he’d been asleep, as though he hadn’t been screaming for weeks locked away, and Dimitri can 
shift, and the pen walls shake for a moment before going dull, and Dimitri can feel his voice 
returned to him, can feel all the spells falling away, green grass suddenly springing up all 
throughout the enclosure— 


The mage slumps over, suddenly, but the spells are gone. 


The wolves are shifting into their human forms, one by one, stretching limbs they thought they’d 
never have again, and Rowan hurls herself into his arms, sobbing, when Dimitri shifts as well. 


“Shhhbh,” Dimitri says, holding her tight. “I’m sorry, Ro,” he says. “I’m so sorry. It’s going to be 
okay.” He rubs her back as she buries her face in his neck, tears dampening his skin and shirt. 


But just being human isn’t free, doesn’t mean they are safe. He watches one of the wolves 
cautiously touch the mesh: no reaction. The woman shoves at it, and it bends easily under 
werewolf strength, and she grabs it with hands and rips an opening in it. 


The captives glance at each other. 


Time to go. 


The hunters are still out of sight in the other part of the camp, their voices still audible to 


supernatural ears, but who knows how their absence will last? 


Dimitri hugs Rowan tightly and gently says, “We’re leaving, Ro, but you have to ride piggyback.” 


His niece sniffs once and loosens her arms, slipping around his body, and then clinging to his back. 
Dimitri bends to carefully pick up the unconscious mage, trying not to hurt him. 


But the whip marks are more healed than they were a minute ago, although progress has visibly 
slowed, and the mage doesn’t even wince as Dimitri settles him in his arms. 


His skin is shockingly warm on Dimitri’s arms, and he wonders if that’s a side effect of doing 
magic so quickly, or perhaps the healing. 


At least Dimitri doesn’t have to worry about the man being cold without clothes, which is good 
because they can’t afford any delay. The hunters could come back at any moment. 


Dimitri expects the others to shift back into wolves, to leave quickly and silently, but perhaps they 
feel the same sense of dread that he does, the same sense that they’ll be trapped inside their fur 
again as soon as they’re back on all fours. 


One of the other wolves moves toward him, as though to offer to help carry, but Dimitri is by far 
the healthiest and carrying a girl and a man doesn’t begin to strain him. And he doesn’t want 
anyone else touching his packmate or the man who went through so much, nearly died protecting 
her. 


He’s going to get them both to safety and ensure nothing else ever upsets them again. 


So he shakes his head in a silent refusal and they all slip out of the enclosure, one by one, heading 
for the nearby woods. 


Rowen is uncharacteristically silent on his back, her grip bruisingly tight, and he is already looking 
forward to curling up in a pack pile with her and the mage, safe and sound. 


They’re halfway to the tree line when shouts rise from the hunter’s camp. Dimitri picks up the 


pace. 


“Rowan,” Dimitri says, quiet and serious. “Shift and run for the woods, howling for pack. Howl as 
loud as you can; they’ ll be tracking you and should be nearby.” 


After all, the mage never obscured her scent trail, and stealth isn’t needed anymore. 


“What about you?” she asks, not letting go, clinging tighter even as the others are shifting into their 
sleeker forms. 


The hunters are full-on chasing them now, and Rowan is painfully exposed on his back. 


“T’ll be fine,” he says firmly, as the first howls start to rise from the wolves ahead of them. “Go.” 


And Rowan does, slipping off his back, a wolf before she hits the ground, a distinctly juvenile 
howling adding to the calls, and Dimitri breaks into a run. 


He doesn’t know where they are. He doesn’t know how far some of the weaker wolves can go, and 
he doesn’t even know how good the hunters are at tracking. It’s possible the captives can all 
disappear into the woods, and Dimitri thinks he can probably outrun the hunters, even half starved 
and carrying the mage. 


It’s not like the man is heavy. He’s painfully light, and Dimitri‘s arms tighten fractionally around 
him. 


But it’s possible they won’t be able to outrun the hunters, especially the weaker wolves, and 
Dimitri is leaving no one behind. He hopes their calls summon help sooner, rather than later. 


He’d like to see the camp burned to the ground, and he can’t do it alone. 


He’d like to sink his teeth and claws into Eskender and Irina, make them scream in pain— 


Rowan disappears into the trees and Dimitri hopes she doesn’t stop moving until she’s home safe. 


A crossbow bolt whips past Dimitri, startlingly close, but the trees are right there and he sprints 
into their relative safety as another bolt slams into a tree by his head. 


Looks like they’re not really interested in recapturing him alive. 


He focuses on safely weaving his way through the woods, trying to get a sense of where he is, 
trying to figure out where they’re all going, wondering if he should break away from Rowan’s 
path, try to encourage the hunters to follow him instead. 


He is carrying their mage, after all, for all the hunters threw him away. Surely that’s a bigger 
priority than a pup or other wolves. 


Suddenly, the mage stirs in his arms. His eyes open and his breathing picks up. 


He’s still naked, not quite fully healed and— 


“You're safe,” Dimitri says, the woods full of howling, still running. “Well,” he amends. “We’re 
out of the hunters’ camp.” 


“Stop,” the mage says, pushing at Dimitri’s chest, trying to twist in his hold. 


“Uh, I don’t think you want that,” Dimitri says, not slowing down, his arms clamped tightly. 


The mage shocks Dimitri, a small spark, but Dimitri still stumbles just as he breaks into a small, 
sunny clearing. 


“Put. Me. Down.” The mage’s voice isn’t ragged anymore, isn’t drawn in pain, and there’s 
suppressed power vibrating through it. 


Dimitri sets him down and the man glances around and asks, “The pup, she’s safe?” There’s a note 
of understandable desperation in his voice, after all he suffered for Rowan’s sake. 


“She’s running ahead of us,” Dimitri says, and the mage breathes a sigh of relief, looking up at 
Dimitri. 


Their eyes meet for a long moment. The man’s eyes are more vivid than he remembers, and he 
feels—transfixed by their depths. The sounds of howling and the urgency of their flight seem 
suddenly muted. 


“T’m Dimitri,” he says, holding out his hand like an idiot. 


“Jaime,” the mage says, apparently willing to shake hands even nude in the middle of the forest. 
Dimitri’s fingers tingle at his touch; must be residual magic. 


Dimitri hesitates, then he strips off his shirt and offers it to Jaime, who looks at it for a moment in 
surprise before he glances down and realizes he’s still unclothed. 


“Thank you,” he says, slipping the shirt on. He’s smaller than Dimitri, and the shirt thankfully goes 
down to mid thigh. Dimitri knew the mage was shorter, knew he weighed not-enough, but he 
hadn’t quite realized how small Jaime would look in Dimitri’s clothes. Dimitri just wants to see 
him safe in his den. 


And just like that, the urgency of flight crashes back into him, the sounds of the approaching 
hunters far too loud. He doesn’t know why the noise ever receded. 


“We should keep moving,” he says, glancing back through the trees, itching to pick Jaime back up. 
“They’re not going to give up easily.” 


He is not letting the hunters get their hands on this man again. 


“You can go,” Jaime says, turning his back to Dimitri and facing where the hunters will break 
through the trees. 


“T’m not leaving you,” Dimitri says, shocked at the idea. “Come with me.” 


He can still see the mage’s face twisting in pain as they raped him, see him screaming as they 


whipped Jaime bloody for the crime of not bespelling Dimitri’s niece, and he can still feel the 
agony of being helpless to do anything to stop it. 


And now Jaime’s barefoot in a clearing, Dimitri’s shirt slipping off his shoulder, the hunters 
getting closer, and he wants to be left? 


Just at the edge of his hearing, Dimitri hears a familiar howl. 


“You should go, Jaime says softly. “Find your pack. I know how hard it was to be—trapped.” 
Jaime’s voice hitches a bit, and Dimitri’s heart splinters at the obvious pain and regret. “There’s 
no place for me with you,” the mage continues, staring at the woods where the hunters are about to 
catch them and Dimitri feels panic welling up inside him, but he doesn’t want to force Jaime, not 
after everything he’s already been forced to endure. “No pack wants someone who’s treated wolves 
like I have.” 


“You were a slave,” Dimitri says intensely, wondering if they could have this argument anywhere 
else, and dares to carefully grab the mage’s arm. “And we need to go.” 


“No,” the mage says, the same note of finality in his voice when he refused to enchant Rowan, 
pulling his arm free, and Dimitri—doesn’t know what to do. 


“T’m not leaving without you,” he says, because it’s true. He can’t make himself walk away from 
this man and all he’s suffered, even if Jaime is standing strong despite it all. 


His wolf considers the mage pack after what he did for them, and you never leave pack behind. 


Jaime glances back at him. “You don’t need to worry about me, Dimitri. I'll be safe.” 


Safe? With hunters following them, about to— 


And one hunter does break into the clearing, sees them, takes a step forward and then he just—tips 
over, softly and silently, and it feels more than a little unreal. The hunter lays there, as if sleeping in 


the soft grass, but Dimitri can’t hear his heart anymore, because he’s—dead. 


Without anyone touching him. 


“Perfectly safe,” Jaime says softly, and Dimitri fights back a shiver. 


Now that he knows what’s happening, he’s suddenly aware of the crackling tension filling the 
clearing, the aura of power centered on Jaime, as the mage waits for his next tormentor to reach 
them. 


For all that Dimitri’s wolf is telling him to protect, rescue, save, Jaime doesn’t need that; he’s a 
force to be reckoned with in his own right. 


How long was he their slave? 


Dimitri watches silently as Jaime drops three more hunters who enter the clearing, listens to the 
sounds of his own pack getting louder. 


Eskender is next, eyes widening at the bodies on the ground, crossbow held in his hands. His face 
twists with rage, and Jaime flicks out a thin, white lightning bolt, shocking the crossbow, making 
Eskender drop it. 


“This is their leader,” Jaime says softly, and there’s a dreamy quality to his voice that makes 
Dimitri shudder. Eskender is drawing a knife when Jaime adds, “I thought you might want this 


bed 


one. 


“ll kill you, mutt,” Eskender snarls, face ugly with hate and anger. “I'll kill you, and [ll put this 
one—” He flicks a glance at Jaime. “—back in his place.” There’s a sneer on his lips that puts the 
image of Eskender shoving inside Jaime vividly in Dimitri’s mind, and now Dimitri is the one 
who’s snarling. 


He does want this, wants to face this hunter without drugs and nets and cages, wants to feel 
Eskender’s lifeblood rush hot into his mouth. He shifts without thought, body shivering into fur, 
teeth, and claws, fury exploding out of him. 


He leaps onto the hunter, smashing the man into the ground, sinking his teeth into Eskender’s 
throat, feeling a vicious satisfaction course through him—and only remembers the knife when fire 
lances up his belly. 


Eskender shoved the knife in and ripped it upwards, and wolves can heal a lot but this is—this is 
something else. 


Blood is pouring out of him, burning spreading through his body, and he rolls off the hunter, 
panting, unable to even stand. A low whine escapes him, and suddenly Khali is there, nosing at 
him. He watches more of his pack go through the clearing silently, passing Jaime and going into 
the trees to hunt and kill the remainder, Lada at their head. 


They’ re here, even if they’re too late for him, but—he won’t have to die without seeing them. 


And he can rest, knowing they’re here, knowing Rowan is safe, knowing the other captives will be 
safe, knowing Jaime will be safe. He doesn’t have to fight this, doesn’t have to wish it was 
otherwise. 


Sometimes, this is just how it happens. 


Jaime turns when the first wolf passes him, the crackling tension in the clearing easing suddenly, 
and his eyes widen when he sees Dimitri. 


“Dimitri,” he breathes, dropping to his knees next to the wolf. Dimitri can’t even shift to reassure 
him, but he tries to nose Jaime comfortingly. 


It’s fine. 


Even if it isn’t. 


Jaime’s eyes narrow, determined, and he lays a burningly hot hand on Dimitri’s side. Warmth 
snakes through Dimitri, pain falling away as magic spreads through him. He can feel his skin 
shiver and start to move, wound closing over as magic forces skin and sinew to knit back together. 
It’s shockingly painless, and Dimitri can’t look away from Jaime’s face as the mage pours magic 
into his body, healing him, bringing him back from certain death. 


In what feels like just a brief moment, the only signs of the wound are the bloody fur on Dimitri’s 
body, and the bloody knife clutched in Eskender’s hand. 


Khali backs away as Dimitri staggers to his feet and shakes himself, the pain truly gone, the wound 
truly healed. 


And the hunters kept this man in a collar and used him to hunt and hurt wolves. 


Dimitri shifts back, kneeling next to Jaime, and says fervently, “Thank you. You saved my life.” 


Khali is watching them closely. 


“Tt’s the least I could do,” Jaime says. “I wouldn’t be here without you.” His words ring with 
heartfelt sincerity, even through the fatigue, and Dimitri can’t imagine how tired he must be 
feeling. 


Khali shifts back, and Jaime flinches away from the tall woman suddenly looming over him. 


She holds perfectly still and Dimitri says, “It’s all right. This is Khali—she’s second in my pack.” 


Jaime doesn’t look reassured, and Dimitri remembers him saying no pack wants someone who’s 
treated wolves like I have. 


But Dimitri wants Jaime in his pack; he wants him there quite badly. Wants to be able to know he’s 
safe and protected, even though Jaime can handle himself. 


“Khali,” Dimitri says. “This is Jaime. He’s a mage. The hunters had him enslaved.” 


Jaime twitches at the word enslaved, his face closing off, and Khali’s face softens. 


“Without him,” Dimitri adds. “We wouldn’t have gotten free. I don’t think you would have found 


us, either.” He believes, now, that the man covered their trail, that no one was going to find them 
until Jaime was willing to give up his very life to protect Rowan. 


“Tt sounds like you’ ll have quite the story to tell the pack,” she says kindly, and takes a step back, 
giving Jaime more space. 


“Yes,” Dimitri says, and stands up. He holds out a hand to Jaime and says, “We can tell it 
together.” There’s a hint of a question in his tone, and Jaime’s shuttered face offers no clue of 
answer. But he does take Dimitri’s hand, letting the wolf pull him upright. Then he suddenly pales, 
swaying on his feet, still holding Dimitri’s hand. 


Dimitri steps closer, hovering, and Jaime looks up at him and admits, “I may have overdone it. 
Used—too much magic.” He leans into Dimitri for support, and Dimitri wraps an arm around his 
shoulder protectively. 


Of course he used too much magic. He was gang raped, whipped, healed himself, broke all the 
spells the hunters made him use, killed any hunter that got close to him, and healed Dimitri. 


That would be too much for anyone. 


“My pack appreciates your assistance,” Khali says, glancing at the bodies in the clearing. The other 
hunters are getting a bloody death from the rest of the pack, everything is wrapping up, everyone is 
going to be fine, Jaime just needs to— 


“Come home with us,” Dimitri says softly, because he doesn’t think the man has another good 
choice. Dimitri would hate to drag him back to the den, but he would—if only to get Jaime some 
actual pants. 


Jaime glances at Khali and quietly says, “I shouldn’t.” Dimitri aches at the resignation in his voice. 


“No one cares what they made you do,” Dimitr says bluntly, trying to get through to Jaime, and 
feels the smaller man flinch. “It’s not your fault.” 


“T should have said no a lot sooner,” Jaime argues. “I shouldn’t have waited until they brought a 
pup—” He breaks off. 


Dimitri hesitates for a moment and then quietly says, “You did say no to them, before today.” 
Jaime flinches under him again. “That wasn’t the first time they—hurt you,” he continues, glossing 
over the pain. They were both there, and Jaime probably remembers it far better than Dimitri. 
“Sometimes, there isn’t a choice.” 


Sometimes a choice isn’t a choice at all. 


“There’s always a choice,” Jaime murmurs and Dimitri tightens his arm. 


“Ts that what they told you, or what you believe?” he asks, knowing it’s probably both. 


Jaime shrugs, and shivers, his skin chilled despite the warm sun. 


“Come back with us,” Khali offers, and Dimitri looks at her, grateful for her support. “If you 
choose not to stay, we can outfit you for your journey. It’s the least we can do to say thank you 
since, without you, we’d have never found our people.” 


A long silence where Dimitri bites his tongue, wills Jaime to accept their offer, and then— 


“Okay,” Jaime agrees softly. “Thank you.” 


More and more of the Jaime’s weight is falling onto Dimitri, the man obviously exhausted 


Dimitri is tired, himself, not thinking clearly. A month away from home, a month spent in that 
cage, and then—today. 


A lot has happened today, has happened in the past two hours, and it feels unreal that the sun is 
still shining in the clear blue sky. 


Another shift, more of Jaime’s weight presses onto Dimitri’s chest, and Dimitri silently picks Jaime 
up. When the mage doesn’t protest, just curls up in his arms, Khali raises a silent brow at him and 
Dimitri doesn’t even know what she means by it. 


“Let’s go home,” Dimitri says. 
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